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Civil service reforms
The post independence transformation of India has been
a journey that began with genuine aspirations of self deter-
mination, propelled by hopes of redeeming the self esteemof
a nation and its people from over two centuries of imperial
subjugation. The chosen path of self redemption and
economic self sufficiency revealed its initial directions and
political leanings in the form of the First Five Year Plan of
1950, a plan that sat well with the Bombay Plan of 1944e45,
especiallywith regard to the role that the statewasenvisaged
to play in the development of the nation. The ensuing
Nehruvian era witnessed a slow yet firm evolution of an
increasingly interventionist state. It was also the era that
witnessed a steady entrenchment of the Indian administra-
tive bureaucracy, the primary institutional mechanism for
implementation of the government’s welfare and develop-
mental policies. The post independence Indian Administra-
tive Service, for reasons of administrative continuity and
stability, continued to be the erstwhile Indian Civil Service
(ICS) of the British Raj, with little but the name changed.
While the ICS of the British Raj was pronounced ‘Neither
Indian, nor Civil, nor Service’.1 even today, more than half
a century since then, many debates and several reforms
commissions down the line, the present administrative
service of India is still ranked low among its peers and the rest
of the world.2 Today India is the world’s largest democracy0970-3896 ª 2011 Indian Institute of Management Bangalore. All
rights reserved. Peer-review under responsibility of Indian Institute
of Management Bangalore.
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1 Attributed to Jawaharlal Nehru, in his book The Discovery of
India, 1946.
2 (a) Indian bureaucracy ranked worst in Asia: Survey, Times of
India, Jun-03-2009, reporting the results of a survey conducted by
Hong Kong based Political and Economic Risk Consultancy. (b) India
tries to root out bureaucratic corruption, Asia Times, Aug-07-2003,
reports that “Transparency International, a global watchdog body,
ranked India at a low 73 out of the 102 countries in its Corruption
Perception Index, while the World Economic Forum ranked India 44
among 49 countries surveyed”.and is also fast emerging as one of the largest economies. It is
imperative at this juncture to purge the bottlenecks in public
service delivery, the road-blocks to inclusive growth and the
lethargy of a corrupt bureaucracy. The author of this book,
S.K. Das, a retired civil servant himself, has written prolifi-
cally on this vital topic of Indian civil services reforms.
Building aWorld-Class Civil Service for Twenty-First Century
India is his fourth book3 on the theme of the Indian civil
services, their nature and the process of reformative trans-
formation. The book presents a well researched collection of
facts and ideas, which the author optimistically hopes will
lead to the transformation of the Indian civil services to
the‘world-class’standardbefittinganemergingglobalplayer.
The book, following a factual description of the state of the
civil services in the first section, is organised in three subse-
quent sections, each one dwelling on the three salient
dimensions of institutional, organisational and legal/ethical
frameworks of analysis. A comparative analysis along these
frameworks forms the primary basis for the bulk of author’s
narrative, arguments and prescriptions in the book.
A comparative approach
The book’s title reveals much about the content and
method of discourse. While the opening verb ‘building’
makes the normative tone of the book evident,‘world-class’
alludes to the mainstay comparative approach the author
uses in developing policy prescriptions. However, the
notion of ‘world-class’ as a utopian benchmark for the
Indian civil services to grow into, is only ambiguously
articulated despite this being the central theme of the
book. Instead, the concept of a ‘state-of-the-art’ in civil
services is developed through references to the best prac-
tices in the different areas of reforms as they have evolved
in developed economy countries (primarily OECD coun-
tries). The author has placed more emphasis on the reforms
in countries like the UK, New Zealand and Australia that
had bureaucratic systems similar to India. This in addition
to being a valuable collection of scholarly references in
public policy, also throws light on the multiple facets of
civil services reforms from a multi-country perspective.
A central feature of the civil services reforms in these
countries is the transition from hierarchical centralised to
decentralised flexible structures of governance. An3 The author’s other notable publications in this area include:
Civil Services Reform and Structural Adjustment (1998), Public
Office, Private Interest: Bureaucracy and Corruption in India
(2001), and Rethinking Public Accounting: Policy and Practice of
Accrual Accounting in Government (2006).
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reorientation to a meritocratic perspective with a shift in
focus from process to results in the evaluation of perfor-
mance.4 The book succeeds in presenting an illustrative
exposition of these salient features of reforms from a multi-
country perspective by providing detailed examples along
the institutional, organisational and legal/ethical frame-
works of analysis. For instance, elaborating the institu-
tional mechanisms for service delivery (section two,
chapter four), examples of six different countries are used
to argue in favour of the executive agency model as
a superior means of balancing autonomy with account-
ability in the Indian context. Further, two contrasting cases
of the Delhi Metro Rail Corporation and the Central Board of
Direct Taxes are used to exemplify the author’s contention
in the Indian context that executive autonomy and service
delivery performance are inextricably linked. The book
follows a similar pattern in each of the other sections by
first creating a sense of what is ‘world-class’ through
extensive references to best practices globally and then
contextually placing the key learning in the Indian scenario.
Despite this similarity of method of discourse throughout
the book, the last section of the book dealing with the legal
and ethical framework of civil services deserves special
mention. (This is more so given the fact that India lacks any
form of a comprehensive law governing the civil services.)
The author makes sound arguments for the formulation of
a legislative framework noting that in the case of reforms in
Australia and New Zealand legislative commitment had
become a critical success factor. Finally, the concluding
chapter on ethical frameworks makes the case for a clearer
articulation of a larger moral and ethical basis for the
functioning of the bureaucracy in the form of identification
of values and a code of conduct that can be legally
enforced.
Concluding remarks
The book does a commendable job of providing a holistic
perspective on the process of civil services reforms in India.
By providing relevant cases from international experiences
of similar reform initiatives, a clearer target of what is
‘world class’ and what needs to be done to get there, are
expressed. For a practitioner or for that matter any lay
reader interested to know more about the intricacies of
civil services reforms, the book is a good reference that is
well structured in presentation and logically coherent in its
prescriptions. However, a skeptical reader or may be
a student of public policy might point out some areas that
have been inadequately discussed. For instance standards
of ‘world-class’ have been benchmarked to best practices
in certain OECD countries. The structural similarity of the
bureaucracies of some of the benchmark countries with
that of India however does not alone justify a prescription
for following them. The vastness, diversity and cultural
heterogeneity of India make for important criteria for
consideration while dwelling on the question of the most4 An alternative and critical view on result orientation as
a performance measure in public management is discussed in Van
Thiel and Leeuw (2002).appropriate form of civil services structure, and this barely
finds any mention in the book. For instance, a large district
in India is likely to be more populated than the entire
population of New Zealand. The district is one of the basic
administrative units in India and is typically the responsi-
bility of a single district magistrate. Such large contrasts of
context raise serious concerns on the use of a comparative
method for driving the reforms process in India with inad-
equate emphasis on the idiosyncratic and unique Indian
context. In addition to the comparative method the author
has also evoked scholarly work done in the field of public
policy, specifically under the aegis of ‘the new public
management’ paradigm. These theoretical arguments
provide a more substantial basis for many of the arguments
advanced in the book. Nevertheless, many theoretical
frameworks used in the book, for instance agency-theory
from the organisation management literature, are already
under critical scrutiny by scholars in the field for their
applicability in the context of public management.5 The
reader could have been better enlightened by a brief and
critical discussion on the limitations of the many prescrip-
tions made in the book.
On the whole, however, the book is a well researched
piece of work and an invaluable reference for any serious
student or practitioner concerned with civil services
reforms in India.References
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The political economy of a country has a major role to
play in the development of its policy process and reforms
agenda. Apart from the institutional environment, the5 The initiated reader may find the scholarly view of civil
services reforms in the works of Aucoin (1990), Hood (1991) and Van
Thiel and Leeuw (2002) particularly insightful and critical of some
commonly ‘accepted’ notions and prescriptive advice for reforms.
